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Small Groups Are Weird

We are all a little weird. And we like to think that 

there is always someone weirder. I mean, I am sure 

some of you are looking at me and thinking, “Well, 

at least I am not as weird as you,” and I am thinking, 

“Well, at least I am not as weird as the people in 

the loony bin,” and the people in the loony bin 

are thinking, “Well, at least I am an orange.”

—Jim gaffigan, Dad Is Fat

Let’s go ahead and get this out of the way from the beginning: to the 

normal church outsider, small groups are weird. Those of us who are 

tasked with convincing people in our churches that joining a small 

group is something they should do have an uphill battle. Here are just 
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smALL grouPs ArE WEIrd

sign up in droves on Sunday morning, but a lot of them 

will not show up for group later that week.

• Our first attempt at a connection event was a disaster.

• Despite implementing several layers of redundancy in our 

communications system, people still occasionally are not 

contacted when they sign up for a group.

• We are on our third different groups database in three years.

• We still do not have a great system for measuring spiritual 

health in our groups.

It’s conceivable that we will reach a 90 percent participation level 

in our groups, but not without a ton of hustle and mistakes along the 

way. And with everything we have accomplished in the last four years, 

there is still a long way to go. We will continue to tweak and start over 

as many times as we need to until every person in our circle of influ-

ence is being discipled within a growing biblical community.

Think It Over

• What is the driving vision for groups in your church?

• What group models have you seen work best in churches?

• How many options do you currently offer attendees for 

spiritual growth? Are any of those pulling people away 

from being in small groups?

• List the potential benefits of small groups for your church.

• What is your current groups system? Is it time to be 

changed or tweaked to be more effective?
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Reaching the Fringes

We with our lives are like islands in the sea, or 

like trees in the forest. The maple and the pine 

may whisper to each other with their leaves. . . . 

But the trees also commingle their roots in the 

darkness underground, and the islands also 

hang together through the ocean’s bottom.

—William James, “Confidences of a 

‘Psychical researcher’” (1909)

From day one, the vision for small groups at Cross Point has always 

been to have at least 80 percent of our adult attenders participate. 

That is a daunting number for the staff charged with the mission, but 

we have held tight to the idea that sustained life change happens best 
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be willing to do something you’ve never done.” It might be time to 

try something you’ve never done in order to reach those you’ve never 

reached.

Think It Over

• Who are we missing with our current connection strategies?

• What can we change to make it easier for introverts to be 

in community?

• What are some common interests we could use to rally men 

into groups?

• Is there a lifestyle or sin issue that should keep someone 

from being in a group?

• What kinds of issues might arise if we open community up 

to everyone?

• How can we design groups to reach those beyond the doors 

of our church?
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Discipleship Is the Goal

The best measure of a spiritual life is 

not its ecstasies but its obedience.

—oswald Chambers

I am not a strong golfer. I love to watch golf, at least I have it on 

television while I nap, but there is little resemblance to what I have 

seen the pros do and what transpires when I am on a golf course. It’s 

probably due to the overwhelming difference in talent and ability, 

but a lot of it comes down to strategy—or the lack of it. When Rory 

McIlroy steps up to the tee, he has a well-rehearsed strategy of what 

he is going to do next. He has visualized where the ball is going to go. 

His preshot routine is exactly the same every time he approaches the 

ball. He has practiced his swing so many times that each shot looks 
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dIsCIPLEsHIP Is THE goAL

It’s All About Balance

When a golfer reaches the tipping point of going from weekend hacker 

to having a legitimate game, it’s because he’s managed to perfect the 

nuances that go into a good golf swing without thinking about it. 

There is a balance to the stance, the take away, the approach, and the 

follow-through.

Creating disciples who make disciples is not about focusing only 

on one aspect of discipleship; it’s striving for a balance of teaching, 

listening, refining, and doing. Examine your current discipleship 

strategy and note how balanced you are with your offerings. Are you 

focused just on teaching or are there opportunities for living it out? 

Are your groups digging below the surface or are they functioning 

more as social clubs? Finding that balance will change the way your 

church thinks about discipleship.

Think It Over

• What is your current discipleship strategy?

• If you do not have a discipleship strategy, what is the first 

step for implementing one?

• How are you measuring spiritual growth through your 

small groups?

• What opportunities are you offering people to live out 

what they’re learning?
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A Clean Slate

That last page turned is a perfect 

excuse to write a whole new book.

—Toni sorenson

With one exception, every home my wife and I have owned has been 

new construction. We love the opportunity to help create space that 

functions best around how we live. We also somehow manage to always 

move when it’s almost time for major repairs to kick in: new water 

heater, new roof, new appliances, new flooring. We never had to face 

any of those until we moved to Nashville. Our first house in Music 

City was twelve years old and on the verge of needing new everything.

Because of my extreme lack of handyman skills, most of the 

needed repairs were dragged out until we couldn’t take it anymore 
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Think It Over

• What needs to be blown up in your current groups system?

• What do you consider to be a win for your small groups?

• Who is the champion for groups at your church? If it is not 

the senior leader, why not?

• Are you putting enough into the budget for the future of 

groups?

• What do you need to clear away for groups to be successful?

• If nothing were impossible, what would you attempt with 

groups? Dream big!
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Search for Leadership

Leadership is not about titles, positions or 

flowcharts. It is about one life influencing another.

—John C. maxwell, The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership

Have you ever heard or said, “We just cannot find enough leaders”? 

I’m willing to bet nearly all of us have. One of the most difficult 

aspects of building an effective small-groups ministry is finding, 

recruiting, and training enough leaders to keep up with growth. As 

soon as we feel we’re in a good place and can finally catch our breath 

a little, it’s time for another semester and groups push. The ministry 

cycle never ends, and neither does the need for solid leaders who hope-

fully won’t take their groups off the deep end.
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place of ministry had been working in the parking ministry on the 

weekends. He soon started volunteering with his wife, Sherry, in 

the nursery. Eventually someone invited Phil and Sherry to attend 

their small group, and Phil became the worship leader because he 

was the one who knew how to play the guitar. When the group 

divided, Phil and Sherry led the new group, and a few months 

later, they were asked to coach several group leaders. Phil had never 

been to seminary, had never given a sermon, had never performed 

a wedding, baptism, or funeral, but he was the ideal candidate for 

a campus pastor. Beyond meeting the biblical qualifications for an 

elder, Phil was a proven leader, he had the Seacoast DNA, and the 

culture was already engrained in him. All he needed was a little on-

the-job training, some basic theological and pastoral instruction, 

and a lot if support. His campus launched three months after he 

came on staff and grew to over 500 people within the first year.3

Over ten years later, Phil is still the campus pastor, and his cam-

pus is now reaching thousands every weekend. There are small-group 

leaders like Phil in your church who are just waiting to be commis-

sioned to launch that next campus or start the next church. Remember 

that God will equip the called. All you have to do is provide the means 

and runway for success.

Think It Over

• Do you currently have enough leaders to handle your growth?

• Where are you looking for most of your leaders?
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• Do you need to consider lowering the bar for leadership?

• What kind of training do you offer your leaders? Should 

you move some of it online to reach more potential leaders?

• How well are you keeping your leaders? Are they free to 

take breaks?

• Do you have a clearly defined leadership pipeline for leaders 

to follow?

• Was your last staff hire an effective small-group leader 

from within your system? Why or why not?
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Connecting the Crowd

We have all known the long loneliness and 

we have learned that the only solution is love 

and that love comes with community.

—dorothy day, The Long Loneliness

You may have designed the best small-groups system you possibly 

could. You may have handpicked, mentored, and trained the bright-

est leaders in your church. But none of it matters if the majority of the 

people in your church never get connected to a group. We can spend 

so much time and efforts designing the structure and then assume 

people will just show up.

No matter how difficult you make the entry points, you can count 

on a core of 20 percent at least giving it a try. They are so committed 

00-01_Small Groups for the Rest of Us.indd   93 6/25/15   2:45 PM

Small GroupS for the reSt of uS

108

40 percent who would never walk into our churches. Resource alloca-

tions should reflect how important they are to the vision of the gospel.

Think It Over

• What is your current strategy for bringing new people into 

community? Is it effective?

• How difficult is it to start new groups in your church?

• Do you currently offer all-church studies for your groups? 

If not, why not?

• What are your on- and off-ramps for people to get into 

groups? Are they easy to take?

• How common is it for people on stage to talk about groups 

in your church?

• Where are small groups on your church’s priority list? Are 

they functioning as a front door for people?
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Setting Expectations

The pessimist complains about the 

wind; the optimist expects it to change; 

the realist adjusts the sails.

—William Arthur Ward

Before you ask anyone to lead or host a group at your church, you have 

to ask the following question: What does an effective small group at 

our church look like? A lot of group systems fail because there were 

no clear expectations set from the beginning. If leaders are not given a 

clear picture of what a successful group looks like, there will be frus-

tration on both sides. You’re helping set up a leader to win by giving 

clear guardrails for her to work within.
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they need to facilitate healthy groups. Without them, you will con-

stantly be wondering why the best leaders keep dropping out.

Think It Over

• Have you defined what an official small group is at your 

church? Are they different from ministry teams?

• What are the core elements every successful small group 

should experience?

• Do you agree that small-group leaders should not teach? 

Why or why not?

• What are your expectations for curriculum choices in your 

groups? How many of them are DVD-based teaching?

• What is the ideal size for groups at your church?

• Are you currently clear with your expectations for leaders 

and hosts? How can you better refine those expectations?
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Those Questions

Judge a man by his questions 

rather than by his answers.

—Voltaire

Part of the process for developing our large-group training every 

year is surveying our group leaders for their biggest questions about 

leading or hosting a small group. What is interesting is how most of 

the questions are the same from year to year. In five years we have 

changed almost everything about how we approach groups. Sign-ups 

are different. Curriculum has changed. Training has evolved. But the 

major questions have not.

I used to believe that a lot of the questions were exclusive to our 

church and leaders until I started talking to small-groups people around 
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Think It Over

• What are the major questions you consistently hear from 

your small-group leaders?

• Are you answering questions they are not asking in your 

training?

• Do you currently have an agreement or covenant with your 

leaders?

• Do you believe that small groups and Sunday school can 

coexist successfully?

• What is the limit of care for your volunteer leaders?

• What is your process for hiring staff when the time is right?

• What other questions should you be asking right now?
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